in the UK: An Introduction
The idea, shape, and size of this special issue was first conceived approximately 24 months ago, following numerous discussions with academic colleagues and practitioners working in both grassroots and professional football. Specially, these discussions centred on the current state of talent identification (TI) and talent development (TD) systems in junior-elite football. We are, therefore, delighted to present a collection of original, empirical studies pertinent to the perennial issues associated with TI and TD in junior-elite football. This issue offers an insight into the often messy and conflicting nature of TI and TD. By doing so, we believe this special issue will be of interest to sport practitioners and scholars working in football-related talent research.
Somewhat unusually, we have opted to offer two forewords to this special issue, Perhaps the two most significant developments to junior-elite football, in the United Kingdom (UK), included; (1) the inception of an academy system, instigated through the FAs Charter for Quality; 1 and (2) the advent of the Elite Player Performance Plan (EPPP). 2 These changes have resulted in far-reaching implications, ranging from capital developments to enhancements in formal coach education. 3 Whilst the Charter for Quality established academies, the EPPP is the current guiding framework for academies. Whilst the EPPP considers a wide range of issues from the elite environment to education, there are areas that are still, somewhat, lacking clarity and detail. For example, the talent identification and recruitment section suggests that there is "a case for developing nationally coordinated research to assist all clubs in their recruitment strategies". 4 This statement is followed by a list of seven proposed areas of research: (1) physiological parameters; (2) relative age effect; (3) psychological profiling techniques; (4) measuring players' motivation; (5) measurement of decision making potential; (6) technical abilities; and (7) addressing failure rates.
Given the seven years preceding this special issue, we were somewhat surprised to have been unable to locate a growing body of literature aligned to these themes.
There have, however, been welcome advances in some areas. In their scoping review of the potential sociological predictors of talent in football, Reeves and colleagues examined four issues, as proposed by Williams and Reilly 5 : (1) hours in practice; (2) coach-child interaction; (3) parental support; and (4) education. Their review provides insight into these key constructs before summarising issues for applied practitioners as well as providing future research direction.
There has been much discussion and debate surrounding 'what' scouts and talent recruiters are perceiving whilst observing performers, especially at younger ages. Papers included in this special issue provide both applied and theoretical issues for greater consideration in junior-elite football. As such, it provides a genuine contribution to the current literature, whilst simultaneously offering insights and avenues forwards for applied practice and research. Indeed, this special issue offers a timely and meaningful focus for policymakers, academies, coaches, talent identifiers, recruitment staff, administrators and national federations on real-world issues in juniorelite talent identification and talent development.
